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The Sensei’s Test 


The Sensei’s Test 

This is my wife Katherine’s favorite story and is being posted at her request, with a 
special thank you to Rev. Kensho Furuya in who’s awesome book, Kodo; Ancient 
Ways, | first read a version of this tale. 


The Sensei’s Test — a.k.a. The Bucket Story 


Long ago, there was a Japanese martial arts master who was quite old and was 
preparing to retire from teaching, but he needed to choose a successor. He asked 
each of his three senior students if they would be interested in running the school. All 
three said that they would be honored. Each had strengths and weaknesses, so the 
Sensei devised a test to help him make his choice. He asked each of them to meet 
him at the dojo the following morning. 


At the appointed time the three students met their teacher, who lead them out behind 
the dojo. At the end of the building where they stood were three large wooden barrels, 
and in front of each, was a small wooden bucket. At the opposite end of the building 
was an old well. 

The Sensei said, “The test is very simple; take your bucket run to the well, fetch water 
and dump it into your barrel. The first one to fill their barrel will take over the school 
when | retire. Begin!” 


So off they went running back and forth, back and forth, as fast as they could. After 
some time went by the students began to realize that although they were dumping 
water into their barrels, they didn’t seem to be filling up. Finally one of them said, “Wait 
a minute Sensei this is not a fair test, there are no bottoms in these barrels.” “You're 
right” the Sensei said, “It is not a fair test. Come back tomorrow at the same time and | 
will give you another test. 


The next day at the appointed time the three students met their teacher at the dojo. 
Once again he lead them out behind the building where they found three buckets and 
three barrels, and he gave them the same guidelines. They looked at each other 
quizzically and, after checking to insure that the barrels did in fact have bottoms, they 
began. 


So off they went running as fast as they could to the well. They scooped up their water 
only to discover that the buckets had no bottoms in them. Two of the students 
immediately threw down their buckets and walked away in disappointment. The third 
realized that if he held his bucket just so, and took his time, walking carefully, that he 
could carry a few droplets from the well back to the barrel. The Sensei had found his 
successor. 


Epilogue... 


As teachers working with students it is the same. Though you continue to pour your 
knowledge into them, they may only absorb a few drops. And of the bucket full of 
students that you may begin with, perhaps only a few will remain long enough to get a 
black belt. 

It takes selfless dedication and perseverance to dedicate that many years of your life 
to someone else’s growth. 
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